BOOK I
BALLADS IN GENERAL
PEOPLE AND POETS
I
N a vivid passage the Russian collector Rybnikov has spoken of
the moment when he first encountered a community in which
ballad-poetry was still alive. He had for a long time sought this
meeting, but had been foiled by the shyness of the singers, since
ballad people are slow to expose their intimate treasures to the ears
of strangers. At last his wanderings took the collector to a hut by
the shores of Lake Onega. There were peasants in the hut, and
conversation and fatigue made Rybnikov drowsy, so that he began
to doze by the fire.
Being warmed by the fire, I gradually fell asleep. I was awakened
by strange sounds. Up to now I had heard many songs and religious
poems, but such singing as this I had not heard. Vivacious, fantastic
and gay, now it grew quicker, now it slowed down, and recalled by its
tune something very long ago, forgotten by our generation. For a long
time I was unwilling to awaken, and listened to every word of the song—
so happy was I to remain totally overpowered by this new sensation,1
These were the first sounds of the popular ballads which grew,
under his hand, into one of the richest of the Russian collections.
The people who cherish and enjoy the 'byliny' have since been
more fully described.2 They are free peasants living in the rude
and invigorating tracts of Russia lying to the north of the great
forest belt. The landscape is rough, mighty, stately, and of
fascinating primitiveness. The distances between villages often
amount to hundreds of versts, and the intervening spaces are
diversified by swamps, lakes, rivers, and rocks. In autumn and
spring the peasants are often separated from each other for weeks.
A rigorous climate compels men to work strenuously in the few
months at their disposal; fishing and hunting cease when the long,
white winter drives them to seek the warmth of their wooden houses.
1	Apud H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, The Growth of Literature, Cambridge,
1936, ii, pp. 239-40.
2	R. Trautmann, Die Volksdichtung der Grossrussen, Heidelberg,  1935, i,
pp.17 ff.
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